








‘What	 is	 at	 stake	 in	 revisiting	 the	 devastation	 and	 death	 contained	 in	 the	 documents	 of	
slavery?’—ask	Brian	Connolly	and	Marisa	Fuentes	in	a	recent	special	issue	of	History	of	the	
Present	dedicated	to	the	archives	of	slavery.	[quote]	‘And	is	such	a	revisiting	even	possible?	












exchange.	 In	 fact,	 the	 directness	 of	 it	 often	 puzzles	 historians,	 as	 a	 rather	 unique	








can	 disrupt	 not	 only	 certain	 formations	 of	 silence	 in	 the	 archive	 but	 also	 the	ways	 those	







revealed	 certain	 less-obvious	 inconsistencies	 in	 those	 orders.	 In	my	 previous	work	 [show	













social	 appearance	 to	 another—and,	 to	 be	 sure,	 neither	 of	 which	 should	 necessarily	 be	
understood	as	‘male’	or	‘female’—but	also	in	as	much	as	it	involves	journeying	by	road	and	
sea	and	also	in	language,	kinship,	religion	and	other	senses	of	the	self,	one	is	struck	by	the	















those	 twelve	 years,	 between	 1719	 and	 1731,	 and	 soon	 made	 up	 over	 half	 of	 the	 total	
population	 of	 the	 colony’s	 largest	 settlement	 and	 capital,	 New	 Orleans	 [show	 the	 list].	
Moreover,	Senegambian	ports	accounted	for	some	3,909	Africans	brought	to	Louisiana	in	that	
period,	while	Ouidah	 in	present-day	Benin	accounted	 for	1,748	 individuals	and	Cabinda	 in	










and	Fulɓe	slave	warriors,	called	ceddo,	 formed	phalanges	 [show	an	 illustration]	 that	could	
make	or	break	almost	any	regional	polity.	As	one	account	states,	they	‘were	known	for	their	



















mostly	 from	 their	 ports	 at	 Île	 de	Gorée	 and	 Saint-Louis	 [show	 the	 illustration],	 had	 every	
reason	 to	play	 into	 the	Mandinka-Bamana	divide.	The	archival	evidence	 I	have	uncovered	
strongly	suggests	that	the	French,	and	later	also	the	English,	actively	spurred	on	the	warring	







Teliko,	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	hot	winds	of	 the	desert;	 and	produced	 the	 first	 human	beings	by	
impregnating	 themself	 and	 bearing	 twins.	 Faro	 also	 gave	 the	 first	 humans	 the	 power	 of	
speech.	 Amongst	 the	 Mande,	 the	 spiritual	 knowledge	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 primarily	
transmitted	orally,	without	 codification,	 by	 a	 sage	or	 a	bard,	 known	as	 jeli	 or	 griot	 [show	
image].	As	I	hope	to	demonstrate	in	the	book	in	some	detail,	the	gender	of	the	jeli	could	have	
been	illusive—and	still	remains	so	in	places—not	least	because	in	the	Mandé	languages	all	





The	 Mandinka,	 for	 their	 part,	 were	 Muslims,	 whose	 spiritual	 practices	 often	 involved	
taṣawwuf,	or	Islamic	mysticism,	as	well	as	belonging	to	different	ṭuruq,	or	Ṣufi	orders,	such	as	
the	Qādiriyya	and	the	Tijāniyya.	It	is	through	such	practices	and	living,	for	the	most	part,	in	a	
secluded	 mono-gendered	 community	 that	 a	 marabout	 (from	 Arabic:	marbūṭ	 or	murābiṭ)	
[show	 an	 image]	 would	 arise,	 and	 lead	 a	 Mandinka	 community	 or	 a	 Mandinka	 military	
formation,	including	those	with	numerous	castrated	individuals.	A	marabout	could,	however,	
also	be	a	wandering	sage,	not	unlike	a	jeli,	and	tell	fortune,	make	amulets	and	transmit	oral	





They	were	 transgressive	 in	 that	 they	 could	 change	 in	 one’s	 both	personal	 and	 communal	










Dahomey.	 This	 kingdom	was	 perhaps	most	well-known	 for	 its	N’Nonmiton,	meaning	 ‘our	
mothers’	in	Fon	[show	an	image],	an	all-female	military	regiment	whom,	for	obvious	reasons,	
European	observers	and	historians	called	the	Dahomey	Amazons.	The	N’Nonmiton,	who	were	
active	 since	 at	 least	 the	 mid-seventeenth	 until	 the	 end	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 were	
primarily	 recruited	 from	 among	 the	 ahosi,	 or	 ‘king’s	 wives’,	 of	 which	 there	 were	 often	
hundreds.	 They	 trained	 with	 intense	 physical	 exercise,	 wore	 distinct	 uniforms	 and	 were	
equipped	with	Danish	guns.	By	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	they	numbered	between	1,000	
and	6,000	warriors	[show	another	image].	The	well-documented	complexity	of	their	gender	
identity	 was	 further	 compound	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 regiment	 had	 a	 semi-sacred	 status,	
relative	 to	 the	Fon	belief	 in	Vodun.	That	 the	 social	 status	of	 the	N’Nonmiton	 presumed	a	
particular	kind	of	gender	performativity	is	evident,	for	example,	in	this	speech,	given	by	one	
of	N’Nonmiton	 commanders:	 ‘As	 the	blacksmith	 takes	 an	 iron	bar	 and	by	 fire	 changes	 its	
fashion,	so	we	have	changed	our	nature.	We	are	no	longer	women.	We	are	men’.	
	
Agaja,	 the	 conqueror	 of	 Ouidah,	 was	 succeeded	 in	 1740	 by	 his	 son,	 King	 Tegbessou.	
Tegbessou	 installed	 for	 a	Tegan,	 or	Dahomian	Viceroy	 of	Whydah,	 a	male-born	 castrated	
individual.	Robert	Norris	[show	the	title	page],	a	slave	trader	who	lived	in	the	kingdom	in	that	
period,	documents	in	great	detail	this	Tegan’s	affairs	and	mentions	numerous	other	castrated	
individuals,	 whom	 he	 calls	 ‘eunuchs’,	 as	 was—and	 still	 is—the	 European	 custom.	 He	





chibande	 and	 quimbandas—since	 at	 least	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 seventeenth	 century.	 In	













Ganga-ya	Chibanda,	 that	 is	 (his	name	means),	 the	 superintendent	 to	others	 in	matters	of	
sacrifice.	A	man—all	opposed	to	 the	true	Priests	of	 the	true	God,	obese,	 filthy,	 impudent,	
	 5	
brazen,	bestial,	who	amongst	the	inhabitants	of	Pentapolis	[he	means	Sodom	and	Gomorrah]	
would	perhaps	be	 [considered]	a	 first-class	 [citizen]—he—as	a	marker	of	a	 talent	 that	his	
diabolical	ministry	requires—dresses,	 looks	and	behaves	 like	a	woman,	and	ordinarily	calls	
himself	 the	Grandmother’.	And,	of	course,	 in	 the	same	book,	Cavazzi	also	 famously	wrote	


















even	 though	 this	 information	 is	 not	missing	 for	 the	others	up	and	down	 the	 list.	 Further,	
resistance	aboard	the	slave	ships	to	Louisiana	is	well	documented.	Some	conspiracies,	such	






Mississippi	Valley,	was	 thinly	populated	by	Canadian	 illegal	 fur	 traders	 and	 ‘the	 rejects	of	
French	society’,	who	were	sent	 to	Louisiana	as	a	 form	of	punishment.	The	enslaved	West	
Africans	arrived	to	a	place	teeming	with	diverse	and	often	clashing	ideas	about	morality,	class	
and	 social	order.	Against	 this	background,	 the	 colonial	 state—however	at	 times	 feeble	 its	
presence—invested	a	great	deal	of	energy	and	financial	resources	in,	quite	literally,	making	
space	for	itself	[show	Plate	4].	This	space	was	carved	out	both	violently,	in	outright	shows	of	







and	 spiritual	 dimensions.	 For	 instance,	 in	his	Mémoires	historiques	 sur	 la	 Louisiane	 [show	
cover],	published	in	1753,	colonial	officer	and	farmer	Dumont	de	Montigny	lamented	the	fact	













same	 fate	 with	 the	 Indigenous.	 Out	 of	 their	 shared	 experience,	 numerous	 public	 acts	 of	









an	activity	driven	by	 the	 slavers’	obvious	economic	 interests.	A	 free	population	of	African	
descent,	 les	 gens	 de	 couleur	 libres	 [show	a	picture],	 also	 emerged	 relatively	 early	 in	New	






for	 the	 categories	 of	 gender.	 Instead,	 what	 little	 remains	 are	 fragments—modest	
insurrectionary	 details—that	 challenge	 the	 logics	 of	 pure	 binarism	 in	 intra-	 and	 inter-
personal,	cultural,	legal,	religious	and	linguistic	formations	of	gender.	For	instance,	Louisiana	
Creole	and	Louisiana	Voodoo	contain	numerous	Senegambian	terms-of-art	associated	with	






















a	 practice,	 as	 an	 art	 of	 preserving	 for	 the	posterity	 a	 curated	 assemblage	of	 the	present,	
certainly	wasn’t	immune	to	the	prevailing	logics	of	that	present.	And,	the	prevailing	logics	of	
the	French	and	Spanish	colonial	archives,	and,	 indeed,	those	that	would	come	after	them,	








from	which	 conventional	 histories	 are	worked	 out	 and	written.	 In	 such	 a	 setting,	 gender	
variance	figures	not	as	another	identity	placeholder,	but	a	praxis	that	attends	to	complexities	
of	both	individual	and	collective	subjectivity-making.		
	
	
